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When Chrysler Corp. manager William 
DeRosa wants to call a finance department 
colleague at one of the auto maker's plants, 
he no longer has to thumb through a 
beat-up interoffice phone book. 

Instead, he boots up the Netscape Web 
browser on his PC, clicks to.a site dubbed 
the Dashboard, and pulls up an on-line 
directory that provides phone numbers, 
photographs and job descriptions for most 
of the people in his department. Later, he 
can check the date when a production- 
scheduling report is due, and his boss can 


* check a time-sheet program to see how 


many hours a week Mr. DeRosa spends in 
meetings. : 

In an effort to save money and time, 
Chrysler—like a lot of other corporations— 
is turning its internal computer systems 
into a private, scale model of the Internet's 
World Wide Web. Investment in such sys- 
tems, known as intranets, could rise to 
more than $13 billion in 1999 from $2.67 
billion in 1996, says Zona Research, a 
market-research company in Redwood 
City, Calif. Other big names like drug 
maker Eli Lilly & Co. and aerospace giant 
McDonnell Douglas Corp. have Joined the 
technology companies like Sun Microsys- 
tems Corp. that were intranet pioneers just 
a few years ago. 

But are corporate intranets living up to 


~ 
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ing portion of the intranet is to link pre- 
viously isolated systems. For example, 
from the Roadmap home page, engineers 
can click in to the company’s main engi- 


* neering software system, called CATIA. 


Chrysler engineers use the system to cre- 
ate digital designs of vehicle components 
and put them through simulated tests. 

From the same Roadmap home page, 
employees can gain quick access to digi- 
tized product and regulatory manuals, 
and to the home pages that teams of 
Chrysler engineers are starting to build to 
offer colleagues and managers news about 
how their projects are going. 

The minivan-team home page, for ex- 
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‘WE INTEND TO WEAN 

people off paper,’ sayS 
Ken Nestico, a Chrysler 
manager. ‘It takes time.’ 


their hype as a cutting-edge management 
tool? At Chrysler, after more than a year, 
the intranet is still very much a work in 
progress. Cultural and technical barriers 
still must be overcome before the auto 
maker will realize some of the technologi- 
cal advantages — and cost savings — it 
seeks, 

To be sure, Chrysler's experience so 
far suggests that intranets are a cheaper, 
faster and more convenient way for man- 
agers to broadcast information to staffers, 
monitor projects and cut down on time- 
wasting data searches and burdensome 
paperwork. Just for starters, Chrysler's in- 
tranet lets the company link its supercom- 
puters, mainframes, workstations and 
garden-variety PCs, deferring installation 
of a whole new computer system. 

And Chrysler's virtual time sheet al- 
ready seems to work. Chrysler finance 
staffers log the hours they spend on vari- 
ous tasks into a database. Using data 
collected by this intranet time-sheet sys- 
tem, Chrysler Comptroller J.D. Donton II 
discovered that the paperwork for approv- 


ample, has a link to a progress report on 
the design of the new vehicle's steel body. 
It allows executives to check on the team's 
progress without calling a meeting. As 
Chrysler moves to reduce the time re- 
quired to design a new vehicle to two 
years from four or five years, Mr. Bien- 
kowski says, “the lubricant of all of that is 
communication.” 

But communication is still a vexing 
problem for Chrysler managers. Just ask 
Mr. Nestico, who oversees development 
and production of Chrysler's large sedans, 
such as the Dodge Intrepid and Chrysler 
Concorde. In one recent incident, Mr. 
Nestico says he sent an “‘action letter" to 
stop painting a certain part of the bumper 
assembly for the Intrepid and its sister 
vehicles. The change, aimed at saving 
about $2 a car, represents a potential 
savings of as much as $500,000 spread 
out over a full year’s production. 

Weeks later, though, when Mr. Nestico 
bumped into a colleague and asked how the 
job was going, the colleague said, ‘* ‘What 
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ing equipment purchases was consuming 


up to 18% of certain staffers’ time. i a 


thought it was 5% to 8%," Mr. Donlon says. 
“Without a tool like this, it’s hard to get a 
handle on how much time is consumed.” 
‘As a result, the issue has been passed on 
for a solution to a team working to cut the 
company’s administrative costs. ; 
But other parts of the system aren't 
quite as productive yet. Chrysler vehicle 
program managers, for example, can now 
post notices of car-design changes on 1n- 
tranet home pages, theoretically eliminat- 


ing the need to send hard-copy notices via : 


interoffice mail. But because so many 
employees hew to the old rule that no 
change is official until it’s in black and 
white, printed versions of these “action 
letters” still go-out. ‘We intend to wean 
people off paper,” says Ken Nestico, 
Chrysler’s large-car-platform program 
manager. ‘It takes time.” . 
Chrysler's engineering department has 
spent about $750,000 so far developing its 
chunk of the corporate intranet, says Ron- 
ald J. Bienkowski, executive engineer for 
technical computing. Not all of the mate- 
rial is serious. If you opened the main 
engineering department home page, called 
the Roadmap, recently, a photo of a bright 
red Dodge Ram pickup truck dropped from 
the middle of the page,to the bottom. 
But the main function of the engineer- 
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change?’ "' Mr. Nestico recalls. The engi- 
neer had somehow missed the notice, and 
Chrysler lost two to three months of cost 


* savings. 


Now, Mr. Nestico says, “action letters” 
ordering such changes are posted elec- 
tronically, and anyone who needs to know 
gets an electronic mail alert. 

Enthusiasm for intranet openness has 
limits, though. Chrysler ts moving slowly 
ona proposal to post information about em- 
ployee 401(k) plans on-line because com- 
pany officials don’t want anyone snooping 
into someone else's records or improperly 
changing the amount of money credited to 
their own accounts. Security concerns 
have also stopped Chrysler from offering 
outside suppliers direct access to the inter- 
nal network. 

But Chrysler officials say there are 
other ways to make the intranet pay off. 
Soon, for example, Chrysler finance plans 
to launch ‘a major, major" cost analysis 
program that finance employees will log 
into via the intranet, says Mr. DeRosa, 


who Is part of a group developing this 
; technology for the finance area. Once that 
program is installed, he says, files can be 
updated from a single server, “If the code 
changes,"’ he notes, “we don't have to 
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